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‘Wherever you go on the campus of the Uni-
versity of the Western Cape, construction
site noise follows. Academics and students
alike grimace and say “we’ve got uscd to
it"". Where there is no building under con-
struction, or just completed, plans are already |
under way to build yet another new lecture
block or facility.
UWC has a dynamism which must leave
its creators bemused. Itis the fastest-growing I
university in southern Africa, and the South |
African university with the most controver-
sial political profile. It is the apartheid night-

mare come true: the loyal dog which turned
1 its master.

This is a university far removed from the
little apartheid college established in the clas-
sic Verwoerdian ideological mould in 1959
in a primary school building in Bellville
South. Then it earned the name “Bus! 7, as
in “Bush College”. It was literally i the
bush, surrounded by the drab Port Ja :son
and rooikrans trees of the windswept ‘ape
Flats, and it had little or no pretensi n to
academic excellence.

- The authorities could not have envi 1ged

then the enormous expansion of the “. olour-
ed” townships which today surround UWC
and give it a central location on the Cape |
Flars. Asan iaternal docunent titled “UWGC |
!:2001: The University of the Westerr: Cape
‘ /in a changing South Africa” notes: “There
'Was no redeeming feature to offset the ori- :
gins an?' the unattractive physical setting of |
UWC. Tie original members of staff were °
joften not of the highest academic quality
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and, in most cases, were supporters of the
apartheid policy. There was furthermore a
narrow spread of faculties . . . In short, there
was nothing that in any way could have been
attractive to academically outstanding
staff . .. ‘Bush College’ was indeed an appro-
priate name for UWC, viewed by its neigh- |
bouring universities and by the community !
at large as a second-rate institution.”

‘That document was primarily dr:/ced by |
“renegade” Afrikaner academic and Dutch
Reformed Church minister, Professor Jaap
Durand, UWC’s present vice-rector. Heand |
the rector, Professor Jakes Gerwel, are con- !
sidered to be the moving force béhind a new
mond of academic and cultural enlighten-
mentat UWC,

There are three key concepts afloat at
UWC. Professor Gerwel ensures they are |
constantly debated. They are his notion of |
turning UWC ints “an inteliectual home of |
the left”; the question of boycotting as a !
strategy, and its efficacy; and UWC's at- |
tempt to establish itself 7010 as the model of |
a post-apartheid seat of learning. !

Everybody on campus refers to Professor ;
Gerwel as “Jakes”. Or rather, in Cape Flats |
pronunciation, “Dzakes”, As in, at a student *-
mass meeting: “Comrades, Dzakes says the | -
question of a stayaway in solidarity with the '
workers on May Day is open to negotiation,
and he’s very sympathetic.” In more than a
mouth of talking to a cross-section of stu-
dents and academics, the only times I heard
him referred to as “Professor Gerwel” were
when I spoke to conservative academics, to
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his sccretary, and to the switchboard opera-
tors.

He has inspired phenomenal growth. In |
1964, UWC had 3?1 students, there are
10 650 this year. The average annual increase
has been about 15%, which would mean a
student (omplem"nt of 18000 by 1992,
13 800 of whom would be full-time students.
This is widely regarded by university plan.
ners as the maximum the campus can : ‘\b.sorb

“Jakes” is architect of the concept “intel-
lectm] home of the left.” “Let me put it this |
way,” he says. “All universities are commit-

ted to free inquiry and research, but the dis- .

course in South African universities is all
taking place within a dominant ideological
context. The Afrikaans universities have al-
ways functioned within the framework of
Afrikaner nationalism, in a material way .

it fits into the schools, into the culture, Sum-
farly with the Inghsh universities, their
deminant context is that of English, Anglo-
phile liberalism, and again this meshes into
the organisational and social networks of

it e T S I,

that Ll.lhlll’f:‘ wuh bxg business being an im-
portant part of that. 30 we find that the one
ideological formation which is under-repre-
sented is that which I would describe as the
more radical leit.”

This, he says, is where UWC comes in:
he hopes to make it the one university in the
country where the tellectual left will find
a hume, a place where it constitutes the domi-
nant ideological context meshing integrally
w1 the “democratic movement”,

“"I'he history of this university,” he ex-
plains, “is such that over the years it has
developed a historical position where it links
with the left organisationally in terms of net-
works, through its vepresentation in the de-!
mocratic movement, the th-mrh'lmcntdry;
movement. This is the university, I hope,
where the left need not explain itself, does,
not have to fight for reuogmllon, as it is
forced tn do at the liberal universities.”

Much of the l'mgmgc he uses, concepts
hkc people s education”, are tossed around

4 by what he an\i many of hls staff refer to as

' “the liberation movement” , broadly, the Afri-

 can National Congress. Which is nof to sug-

i gest that he uses them lightly.

| The son of eastern Cape: peasant labourers

who started a farm school and managed to

provide cach of 10 chiildren with a post-eecon-

. dary education or training, he said of his

I parents durlug his inaugural address on June'
5 last year: “1 salute them and parents like

them for reprtscntmg the real soirit of peo-

. ple’s eduration.”

He refers vo the Freedom Charter as a

- model for sonie concepts he is examining,

| and hence the inevitable question arises: “In

| making these kinds of decisions, svould vou

" consult with the ANC on how they see the

_ future of the university?”

~ The reply is guarded but nncquivoml

| “Let me put this as diplomatically az I can.

! It would be foolhardy for anyonc to do any
'Tuture planning for South Africa without
taking into consideration the views of poten-
tially important participants and actors in
that future. I would not want to be so ir-
responsible about the future of this couatry
as to start thinking about and pianning for
that future without recogrising that the Afri-
can National Congress is an important part
of that future, and that it is itself doing cei-
tain thinking and planning in this matter.”

Another voice heard at UWC is that of
Archbishop Desmond lTutu, whe became ;-

" chancellor in May this year. In his auguial
address he made a plea for a rethink on boy-

y cotts, the second subject of debate at UWC,

‘and for long almost a way cf life. A popular

“campus song in 1785 was set to the tune of

ithc “Dem Siones” adveitising jingle and;
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" went "Dls bo kot, boikot, boikot, join die

i boikot nou”.

| Archbishop Tutu cautioned: “We will fail

i snd be leit behind by others against whom
we must compete if our university will con-

. stantly be interrupted by boycotts at the diop

* of the hat... if we are not restrained and
disciplined we will give delight to the ene-
mies of our struggle who will gloat and glee-
fully point to our university which has dedi-
cated itself to our struggle as degenerating

g
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- charges varying from high treason and terro;-

into a third ratc institution where youdon't
know from one day to the next what the
students are going to do.” ‘
AtUWC, the cry at student mass meetings |
is often “hek toe” - “to the gate” - where-
after the students march down to the main
gates, where public demonstrations, some-

times stoning of vehicles, and, almost inevit-

ably, confronta.’an with the police follows,
"The suggestion that boycotts have become
a principle as opposed to a strategy, a specific
political tactic, outrages student leaders in
both the Student Representative: Council
and South African National Student’s Con-
gress. To them it smacks of Unity Move-
ment politics, whereas the cross-section of
student leuders™ p [ met are firmly Charter-
ist, adherents to the idea of a non-racial
democracy under the aegis of the Freedom
Charter and the African National Congress,
They are serious politicians and leaders:

. politics is no game at UWC, Many of their

comrades are in jail or exile, some have been

- killed. At last count there were 17 Uwce
- students and aJumni on trial for membership

of the African National Congress and its
armed wing, Umkhonto we Sizwe, and on

1sm to sabotage. The views of eight student
leaders [ met are reported here as one voice:

“Let’s get one thing straight. Boycott is
not a principle. ‘I'here must be radical change
in South Africa, how does one achieve that?
We have to use certain strategics, non-violent
strategies. We find that it is neeessary as a
tactic to come out on boycott on specific is-
sues, for example, about the late payment of

bursarics by the education departments, an

issue we won. ‘['he use of boycott as a strategy
is something which has to be carcfully assess-
ed from situation to situation, which must be

thoroughly and demaocratically debated.

“UWCisin transformation, it is not yet
and will not Lie a liberated zone until apart-
heid is overthrown, so today it is still a site of
struggle. There are stil] many things wrong
with UWC, to change them we embarl, on
boycotts, not because of a blind militancy,
but to change our university ints a progres-
IVC mstitution,

“It is vital 10 dilicrentiate between the

P
,_.1-‘-('-“0-)

”

e

June this year,

“UWC is not some strange beast which
stands outside of and removed from the rest

of South Africa. We are part of this country,
part of the struggle for liberation

A document circulated among members
of the “progressive” lecturers association
(University of the Western Cape Association
for Democratic Educators) iy March this
year critically examined the boycott issue,

“In the present situation, in which i}~

 State is on the offensive against workers and

students, the boycott remains an essential
weapon of struggle, provided that it contri-
' butes to building the unity of progressive
| forces at UWC, ultimatcly the unity of the
’ liberation movement,” read the document,

| “But it must also be recognised that the
i boycott becomes divisive when clear goals
jare not set and a conscigug effort cannot
then be made to win people over to those
goals. The conditions prevailing at UWC
(make it possible for a boycott to be called

without having to persuade students political-

le of the importance of the cause in which it
lis used.” _

| Again, Professor Gerwel is a important
actor. He considers this debate crucial o he
university’s understand; ng of itself as an in-
‘stitution preparing for post-apartheid South

- Africa,

 Hesays “what has transtormed this univer-
y

' sity to its present position, has been student

activism. “'hat has been a primary moving
force. It has often taken the form of educa-
tional boycotts, Now that the university has
transfortned frenlf inen o e v

R T P

7
types of boycotts, Firstly, there js directed
action, for example, on the bursaries issue,
an issuc-related boycot. Sccondly, although
we have a progressive rector, there are inhe-
rent contradictions in any university, and in
the process of struggle these have to play
themselves out, ‘There are reactionary and
racist lecturers, and here we would boycott
to force the administration to remove these
people. Thiidly, there are solidarity hoycots
to show the State we zre united, that we
support the demands of fraternal colleges
ard universities, And fourthly, there is com.- :
munity solidarity, like the three-day protest
action called for by Cosatu and Nacti in
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Eiberatory education, there is this tension be- | S_Ylldl’.ome\ has cIeveloged.” o 12,’-, - 2

tween boycotis and the development of high | Hein Willemsc, weniar ]ecture_r!n Af". eﬂ(hs{'-‘:. S

quality liberatory education.” - and a respected writer and political tlunlgcr 5
That tension sometimes runs at unaccept- | Amongactivistsin the Western Cape, describ-
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ably high levels. The standard of work con-
stitutional law lecturer, Isak Fredericks, ex-
pected fror first year students and the level
at which he taught led, in August, to thug-
gery which included the sacking of the cifice
of the dean of Jaw, Daan van Rensburg, and
threats to his person, A boycoit was called
and Professor Gerwel closed the university.
Claims by the Law Students’ Council that
the boycott was in fact “aimed at the entire
system which retzrds blacks”, "oth inside
the faculty and in the legal profession, not
pnly_ rang hopelessly hollow but were also
ironic.

"The law faculty is one of the key areas in
“liberatory education”, Professor Daan van
Rensburg gave up a post at Unisa to join
VWCin 1983, a “deliberate choice to make
a contribution to a new South Awica”. Inter-
viewed before the law debacle which has
pushed liberation-education tensions to the
limit, he described a critical role for the facul- j%

137
e o — ] O —_ - e i
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ty in engaging in debate over the legal and
constitutional reconstruction of South Africa
in line with “the debate going on in the liber-
ation movement. ‘We are seriously consider-
ing the practical implications as far as the
law is concerned”’.

He alsa voiced reservations then about stu-

really necessary,” Van Rensburg said, “they

dent boycotts. “At one stage boycotts were

1 ed the bensfits of boycott against a broad
. canvas. “We need to look at the politics of -

refusal as something often very positive, they
offer an important historical alternative to
violence”. :
The Afrikaans department in which Wil-
lemse teaches is one of the largest at UWC,
with over 2 000 undergraduates. One of his
colleagues, Professor Ampie Coetzee, left a -
prestigious post at Wits to join the depart-
ment because “this university is a pointer to
what future universities in South Africa are
going to be. Literature and language are not
separate from politics, especially Afrikaans,

. and here they are even more intertwined.

“Afrikaans is associated with the State, the -
police, the Boere - but here it is a different
language. Traditional Afrikaners will not be
able to grasp this. If white Afrikaans is the

language of the bourgeoisie, here it’s the

language of the proletariat.

“Apartheid has backfired at UWC,” Coet-
zee remarks. But whether UWC has achicv-
ed more than turning the tables on apartheid,

- whether it has managed to become the model

of a post-zpartheid university, is a matter of
opinion,

Dr Neville Alexander, controversial west-
ern Cape political figure, former Cape direc-
tor of the SA College for Higher Education
and a leading light in the National ¥orum

~ coalition, criticised Professor Gerwel for crea-

ting radicalism’s very own “political-philoso-
phical Bantustan” ata UWC seminar.
[T ”n H L -
['he whole thrust,” he argued, “is to
place the university above and outside the
arena of the class struggle. It is an attempt,

LU B I R IR 'Y

LR N A I I I

LICHL SRR B I I )

L A I I ]

L L R I I R

R B R I R Y

LR R A B ]

wese the only effective strategy that the stu- | e facto, to institutionalise and thus to co-opt | AR
dents had, and they succeeded in bringing | the militaney of many students and sone
about mzjor changes which were absolutely | staff and the radical challenges to the univer-
necessary. But now, something of a boycott sty itsclf. "T'his is the only meaning which

an “intellectual home of the left” can have

- within an apartheid society.
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“Ja, this intellectual home of the left thing,”
says Ampie Coetzee, “for me, that means not
having to explain why I want to teach litera-
ture from a Marxist paradigm, it saves me a

~ lot of energy. The point is that this will be -

the university which is ready for the transform-
ation to a post-apartheid society. Obviously,
the transformation of the university itself can-
no. take place completely under apartheid.”

Hein Willemse believes “this intellectual
home of the left concept is a contradictory
term. Those of us who have a leftist persua-
sion would say that you cannot simply have '
this wonderful paradise soremer so, just like
that. But what is important is the image, it
may be salesmanship, but it is a sign of the
intentions of this university. We are saying
that we arc working towards a post-apartheid
university in a post-apartheid society, and
that almort Utopian ideal is very bloody
important.”’

While the debate on UWC’s relevance to

‘the class struggle rages on, not only are stu-

dents coming into the university from work- .
ing class families, many of the graduates are
going back into the community, into predo-
minantly working class schools as teachers.

~ T'he dean of the faculty entrusted with

“turning out teachers, Professor Owen van

den Berg, sess the university playing a signi-
ficant role here:“As a faculty we take serious-
ly the processes which are exemplified by
people’s education, We are constantly look-
ing at the possibility of education in service
of a democratic sociaty.”

Are there any recidivist whiteys in the

- woodpile? T searched hard for a throwback

“to the “Bush” days, but found none who

would commit themselves in print. There
were some strong comments made, but
+always with the rider, “don’t use my name””.

One such told me “it is all very well to
talk of intellectual homes for the left, but
what about those of us trying to do an honest
day’s work who don’t give a damn about
ideology? We are shouted down in the tea
~rooms, there is no such thing as free specch
ton this campus. "The left rules, and if they

'need to rule Ly the power of the mob, then

they will do that.”

One public figure who has spoken out
and who is still on the payroll but no longer
~on campus, is Professor Georges Delpierre,

:sometime head of the biochemistry depart-

‘nent. In a highly publicised spat with the

university, UWC attempted to have him dis-
‘ciplined after he allegedly threatened to call
the police to uphold discipline znd “restore
tlaw and order” on campus. He is also alleged
to have carried a gun into lectures for self-
defence after his office was sacked by stu-
.dents and gutted by fire.

‘ In his affidavit to the Cape Supreme Court
| seeking a restraining order against UWC's
attempt to have him “disciplined”, he made
no bones about his views on the direction in

- which professors Gerwel and Durand were

| leading the institution: .

I e i quite clear that the sympathies of

' the rector, Professor Gerwel, and the vice-
rector, Professor Durand . . . lie with the ra-
dical elements, are pro-African National Con-
gress, and are content to allow communist-

 type slogans to be bandied about.”

i Less controversial are the views of acade-
" mics who have been on campus for ycars
t and who do not hold strong political views -
“at least not publicly. Professor Benjamin
" Esterhuizen, dean of science, is critical of

student boycotts because of the disruption o'f
studies but says: ““I have to admit, if it wasn’t
for those boycotts, U".VC would probably

' not be where it is today”’.

- Like Ampie Coetzee and Owen van (!Ell
Berg, Esterhuizen sees the cycle of educat!on
and training of t~achers as a prime function
of his department. “The cycle can only get
better;” he predicts, “it will probably take a

_ generation before we have pupils leaving

" school with the benefit of UWC trained teach-

; ers, but that day is coming.”

The debate around UWC itself is only

. —— e B
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just beginning. There are no easy solutions.
Itisatough university going through tough TREFWOOR
times which are going to get tougher. Bud-
get cuts, the rapid growth which brings prob-
Hlems like “squatting” in residences, the ra-
cial cauldron produced by throwing together
large groups of “coloured”, African and
white students and staff has caused difficul-
ties. The university sees this as part of its
growing pains, its process of desocialisation. 2
Negative headlines, State threats to the sub-
sidy, the shifting ground of the broader politi-
cal debate in which the left currently finds
itself tactically becalined and lacking in the
clear sense of liberatory direction that pre- 3 v
wviously made for such a heady atmosphere
at UWC, all combine in a tension which is
explosive, But it remains potentially creative,
precisely because the university stubbornly
Ipositions itself as part of a new society it is & s swaveeeie
idetermined will come to pass.
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